In Spain, public preschool programs have continuously expanded in the past three decades. However, this education policy has done little to support increases in the proportion of women in the paid workforce. Preschool is not child care because theformer does not address the care needed by children younger than three years old and offers programs with short hours and long holidays.
CHIID CARE AS EDUCATION POLICY
The acute scarcity of child care for children aged two or younger and the fact that available child care is preschool education for children between the ages of three and five helps explain the comparatively low Spanish female employment rate. Other reasons include the general scarcity of employment in Spain for both men and women (men's employment rate was also unusually low at 61 percent in the first quarter of 2002) (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica 2002), the lack of incentives provided by authorities to create part-time work up until the 1990s, gender discrimination in hiring, and the shortage of care services for other people in need such as the frail elderly, the sick, and the handicapped. Because of its limitations, child care policy in Spain has not significantly contributed to reversing the historical pattern of low levels of women's participation in the labor market. In 1976, the female employment rate was 27 percent, and since then, it has fluctuated to reach the current 34 percent (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica 2002).
In this context, it is not surprising that some Spanish mothers of working age conceptualize the combination of work and family responsibilities as an impossible mission and do not even try. Other mothers try it by using not only preschool services but also help from female relatives (usually grandmothers) and to a lesser extent from the children's fathers and, for the middle-class, paid carework from domestic servants (Tobio 1999) . Therefore, the transformation of child care policy into a useful resource for women to participate in the Spanish labor market is a policy goal still pending achievement in the future.
CONCLUSION
In Spain, the public provision of child care has increased steadily in the past quarter of a century. However, because this provision has relied on an education rationale, the existing centers cannot provide child care for employed mothers since they operate like preschools with short hours, frequent holidays, and long summer breaks. In other countries, preschool programs are now being developed at the expense of care-based programs for infants and toddlers. The Spanish case shows that while the expansion of preschool is positive, it has limited benefit as comprehensive child care. 
